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Summary 


A short story about Vashti Mullins - a young woman who has a lot on her plate. 


Dead on Arrival 


I needed somewhere to go - but I needed the money more than anything. I should start there, 
because that's the important part: getting money. I had to get money, because I'd never found 
an honest way to make it. 


But I had a plan. It wasn't a good plan, or a nice plan, but it would take care of my finances. 
And to make that plan work, I needed somewhere to go, and someplace to stay. 


I knew someone who could take me in, but I didn't want to call her. I didn't want to talk to her 
ever again - not because she was a bad person. Her kids were, though. They were my worst 
and stupidest cousins. 


They were gone now. They were way out in the cemetery, buried on a row by themselves. I 
imagined they didn't get many visitors, besides their mother. Now, I knew I could call her 
without worrying about having to talk to those assholes. But I really didn't want to hurt her. I 
knew in my gut that this would hurt us - and she'd been hurt too many times. 


I didn't have any other options, and I was running out of time. I bit my lip and pressed the 
Call button. She answered on the second ring, which turned my stomach. She actually wanted 
to talk to me. I felt awful. I could only imagine what terrible shit I'd be dragging her into, but 
I wanted to sound pleasant, even if I couldn't be pleasant. 


"Vashti, baby girl," she said. "How are you?" 


"Cousin Linda - I have a big favor to ask. I'm starting a new job in your area next week and ... 
God, I hate to ask you to do this. Could I come stay with you?" 


Coming and Going 


I need this money more than I've ever needed anything else. It's the only thing that keeps me 
alive. 


It's not because I'm buying or selling anything illegal. Someday, maybe, I can tell you about 
why I need this money. But think about it - who among us doesn't need money? 


I'm not like my cousins: a dead drug addict and a dead car thief. The car thief, he deserved 
what he got. He brought it on himself. I know I ought to be more sympathetic - considering 
what I'm about to do. Maybe I'll be more kind and sympathetic in time, when I've reached the 
bottom of my own barrel. 


Right now, money is more important than sympathy. But I'm not gonna be mean to Cousin 
Linda. I'm gonna listen every single story she tells me, I'm gonna eat breakfast with her every 
morning, and then I'm going to find a way to (politely) fill my days while I'm searching for 
Jackie Gibson. 


That's where I'll get my money - when I find Jackie Gibson. And I don't feel sorry for him, 
because he's a bad man who's going to get what's coming to him. 


But Cousin Linda is so nice - so nice - that I have to stop thinking about Jackie Gibson and 
start listening to one of her stories. 


“Vashti, I don't even know. I remember that that was the last thing I told him, "If you keep 
misbehaving, I can't let you live here. You have to learn how to act right. And if you don't, I 
hope you crash into a tree.' And what do you think happened?” 


“He crashed that big damn truck into a tree?” 
“Into a guardrail. But it didn’t make much difference what he hit, I guess. He's dead now.” 
"Well," I said. "I'm sorry." 


I meant it, too. I gave her hand a squeeze, and I tried to change the topic. Ease her on to 
something a bit more pleasant. 


"Could I ask you something? I want to learn more about our family while I'm down here. Our 
family history and stuff." 


"Sure," she said, brightening right up. "That's one of my own hobbies. You know, I'd love to 
take you to meet some good people down at the local museum. You know that old gas station, 
when you first pull into town? It doesn't look like much from the outside, but they've cleaned 
it up inside, and everyone down there is real friendly. Mr. Martin and Miss Doreen are real 
good at tracing family trees, too. They can find anybody. They'd love to help us." 


I almost tensed up - almost. I was careful not to let it show. 


"I would love to, but ... don't tell anyone I'm down here right now. At least not for a couple 
weeks. I'm not sure this new job is gonna work out - I might turn tail and head back to 
Kentucky if things don't work out. But if I get settled in, I would love to ... I would really 
appreciate that. Getting to meet more folks down here in Unicoi." 


"Oh, you really ought to. Half of these folks are your family!" 
I smiled. "And what about the other half?" 


She didn't have an answer. She just threw her head back and laughed. 


Jackie Gibson 


It was my first full week of looking for Jackie Gibson that I realized someone else was 
looking for Jackie, too. 


I realized someone else was following many of the same trails, because we kept turning up at 
the same stores, in the same church parking lots, at the same county events - the trade day 
and the early-morning coffee klatsch. I'm perceptive enough that I recognized the only other 
person standing at the margins, the only other person who was really studying the crowds. 


I decided to take my chances and meet up with Jackie's other stalker. 


I knew who he was, even if he didn't know who I was. I left a note in his mailbox and told 
him he needed to have lunch at Hardee's with the other person following J.G. I gave him 
instructions for who to be expecting, so he didn't seem surprised when I settled in at his table. 


"Somebody told me you're looking for Jackie," he said, through a mouthful of fries. He 
swallowed hard, but it was only because of the food. He didn't seem nervous at all. "But who 
the hell are you?" 


“T’m Lola Montez.” 


“Bullshit. Your name isn’t Lola Montez. That’s some old dead gal that sang opera or 
something. Mmm. You have a familiar face. I ain’t say a pretty face, before you get all full of 
yourself. But I'd recognize you, from somewhere. What if you get caught, doing what I think 
you're doing?” 


"Depends. Are we both doing the same thing? Besides, I've never been caught before,” I lied. 
“So you've done it before?” 

I didn't answer that question. I just asked him to answer something for me. 

“Have you ever bought a car from a police auction?” 

“T don’t mess with that sort of shit,” he said. 


“T just wanna know, can you buy your own car back from a police auction? Or what about a 
relative’s car? But if you know nothing about it, and you claim not to get involved in that sort 
of thing, then I guess I ought to ask someone else.” 


He was silent. 


“You know what I think? I think you know more than you let on, sir. Not just about the 
police. I think you can assess all kinds of dilemmas. And I think we have an issue that we 
ought to discuss. We were sent here to get the same person, I think.” 


"Prove it," he said. 


"You first," I said. "You know I'm not a cop. I'm too young and useless. But I want you to 
prove you're not a cop." 


"I don't normally play games like these, but I'll humor you one time. Jackie Gibson. She's the 
one who -" 


"She?" I said. "Are you sure? I'm looking for Jackie Gibson. You know who I mean? Jack 
Gibson. A man. That's a ... a different Jackie." 


He seemed to understand immediately. He knew who I was looking for. He knew why I was 
looking for him. 


"I can tell you’re a good enough kid," he said. "I'll leave you to it." 


And in that moment, I panicked. I figured he might start talking. Might tell other people why 
I was there. So I stopped him before he could leave. 


"Listen, sir," I said. I didn’t want to call any man sir, but I thought he might appreciate a 
touch of respect. He just smirked. But I didn’t flinch. 


"Why don’t we help each other out, then? I’m not opposed to working together." 


Bargaining 


I know you’re not supposed to give away the end at the beginning. But I’m trying to move 
the story along. 


Jackie Gibson — the lady Jackie — was my cousin. 


I had a pretty good idea of it, even at the time. And with a bit of questioning (of Cousin 
Linda) and a bit of careful surveillance (of Linda's neighbors), I confirmed my relationship to 
Jackie. At this point, anyone with sense is probably wondering why I would want to go along 
with this plan — to work together to kill two birds (two Jackies) with one stone. I wasn’t sure 
what to do, to be honest. But I decided to keep watching her. I started feeling sorry for my 
distant cousin. And — after years of not wanting to do anything kind for most of the folks in 
my family — I started wanting something. I wanted to keep her alive. 


I also wanted to protect Cousin Linda from finding out about the bad things people were 
willing to do to her family, her flesh and blood. I really liked Cousin Linda. She's always 
been the keeper of the family lore. She had all these interesting theories she'd come up with 
while doing research on the family — Mullins, Collins, a bunch of others, and — naturally 
— Gibson. It seemed like everybody was all interrelated, because we were. And Linda had 
all these theories and ideas about the intertwining history of these families. 


"Our Gibsons, they were were called Melungeons. Well, you have to understand, these people 
said they were Portuguese, right? But it seems like they aren't, not entirely. It's just another 
story — it's always ‘Just another story' until someone says otherwise. They brought in some 
folks to try to find out the backgrounds of all these families. Europe and Africa. That's it. 
That's where they were from. And then they started digging deeper. They said that some of 
these people were maybe born back when there were Portuguese sailors going to and fro, 
tearing up Africa. That’s gotta be where the Portuguese story came from." 


"So they were some of the first Afro-Latinos?" I asked. "Maybe a little like people in Brazil?" 


"Oh, well. I don't know how to label them, not really. This is what I do know: our people 
were born on rivers of blood. Just like the tidewaters, where all the water runs together into 
the oceans, all of the blood of our ancestors — good and bad — keeps spilling through us. 
And out of us. We're tough, like them. And like most all women, we can stand up to anyone 
— enemies, dogs, men. But we can’t stand up to nature, when it sends a flood or a wildfire to 
mess up our houses and homes. We're tougher than everything but nature, seems like. But 
we're a part of nature. Don't forget that." 


My heart ached for her, and for me, knowing that Cousin Linda had a strength that I hadn't 
yet found. She'd come out the other side of pain and strife with an appreciation for surviving 
all the aches, big and small. She could hang on, just when I was beginning to think that I 
couldn't. 


"Well, now that I think about it, I get it," she said, pulling me out of my thoughts and back 
into her kitchen. "It seems like they might’ve been like the Brazilians. But I’d say a label like 


that isn't mine to give out. I just love the history of it all. I like getting the whole picture, all 
the way back to the beginning." 


Cousin Linda loved the past, but I'd noticed she wasn't stuck in it. She was the same one who 
dealt with her neighbor Roger when he was hateful to his own kid. 


He said that he didn’t see why the kid cared so much about "gay stuff" when the kid first 
decided to try out a new name, a name that wasn't really feminine or masculine. 


“Can’t you see that that’s what he thinks about because that change is gonna save his life?” 


“Aw, hell. You’re going along with it, too. Why think about it that much? Who has time to 
think about changing that type of shit?” 


“T can tell you've never spent a lot of time thinking about change,” Linda told him. 
“Considering you never plan on leaving this place. But younger people have different 
dreams. Dreams outside of living and dying here. And if they do decide to come back, they 
want to make things nicer. And that's hard to do, living in a place where your neighbors hate 
their own families.” 


"Linda, you don't know half of what we've seen and heard and -" 


"You couldn't even imagine the things /'ve seen and heard. You probably couldn't imagine the 
things I've done myself," Linda said. 


"Sometimes," Roger said, "I don't know whose side you're on. I don’t know what to make of 
you." 


"Well, luckily for you, you don’t have to make anything of me. I'm already fully formed." 


This shut him up. I could tell that Linda was able to make just about any man shut up, which 
is a skill that's usually honed from being subjected to a bunch of bullshit. I had a feeling she 
knew bad shit, but I wanted to protect Linda from anything violent. 


I wanted to protect DreaAnna’s feelings, too — DreaAnna being Jackie’s daughter. And her 
son Jared - I didn’t want to see him suffer. 


He was a terrible kid, and he seemed mad at the world, but I could understand that. I ran into 
him at the gas station one night, just about a week after I got here. I was buying pickle fries, 
fresh from the grill behind the counter. I had my little cup of ranch dressing and a wad of 
napkins, and I was thinking about sitting down at one of the tables by the front window, even 
though I knew someone might lure me into a conversation. 


I turned around to go find a different seat when a bunch of boys burst through the doors. 
They were agitated, talking about how the vape shop was closed, and how they'd better be 
able to at least get some cigarettes up here. Jared spotted me immediately, and instead of 
hiding from each other, we both nodded. He moved toward me, but he didn't seem like he 
wanted to do anything dangerous. The worst he could do was try to bum money off of me, 
and considering the business with his mother, I wasn't in a position to deny him a couple of 


dollars. I wanted to help, but I didn't want to do too much. I didn't want to be obvious about 
it. 


Hey," he said, leaving his friends at the counter, coming over to greet me. "It’s you, back 
again. You staying at Linda’s place?” 


“Yessir,” I said. “You can answer a question for me, actually - you're still in high school, 
right? What’s happening over there tonight? Lots of cars in the parking lot. Lots of nice cars, 
too. I like the looks of that purple Hellcat, but - it seems like a whole lot of chopping and not 
much chips." 


Jared liked working on old cars. I figured he'd be a good mechanic someday. He laughed and 
laughed at what I'd said - and I liked to see the kid smile. A cloud was hanging over him, 
even if he didn't know it. He had to know it, because most people are well-acquainted with 
their family's flaws. Making him laugh in a time of trouble was a small gesture. But I didn't 
want him to see it as a gesture. I just wanted to be a decent cousin. 


"I couldn't make myself buy something like that," he said. "It would get stripped down for 
parts, for starters, if you didn't keep it locked in the garage. Couldn't park that at our house. 
Besides, I don't have the money, because we ain't made of money.” 


"You're preaching to the choir," I said. "I figure the best we can do is a used Mustang." 


"Hell," one of the boys said, running over from the counter. "You ought to see my dad's 
Mustang. It's rebadged and it's not an Ecoboost." 


Jared ignored his friend. “Them folks up at the high school? She asked about the crowd up 
there. Those shitasses play basketball on a Saturday night when they could be out here having 
fun. I don’t know — maybe some people like it, but I’m not gonna go watch it. We have 
better things to do.” 


“Cool,” I said. I was hoping he’d tell me what his mom was up to — I wanted to know if his 
parents were at the game, or at a drive-in, or fighting at home. “Are y'all going to be at home 
this weekend? I guess I ought to come visit my cousins at some point. How are things going 
with y'all - with your parents?” 


“They tried to get my damn dog taken away. They said I don’t need a pitbull.” 
“Everybody needs a good dog,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 


And I was. I felt sorry for Jared, sorry for his sister, sorry for my cousins. I was sorry for 
Jackie’s family. 


But I wasn’t too worried about her husband — he was the one who wanted someone to take 
care of her, if you get what I’m saying. 


I didn’t feel too sorry for that old goat. Not a damn bit. 


Conflict of Interest 


“You can’t do it. We can’t do this,” I said. “I can’t go after the lady. I'm backing out.” 


“What do you mean?” the other stalker said. “Don't go soft out of nowhere. You said you’re 
just doing this for money, anyway. And don’t act like you're better than me, considering you 
came here all the way from Kentucky to kill a man.” 


“T’m doing this for money, but I’m also doing this because he’s a bad person.” 


I paused, waiting to see if he’d ask any questions. He didn’t — surely he knew how bad 
Jackie was without me having to explain it all — so I plowed on. “I needed to come down 
here anyway. Living in Tennessee, I’m halfway between my North Carolina cousins and my 
Kentucky cousins.” 


“You’ve got both?” 


“Yes — a lot of folks around here do. You're probably no exception. Mine are mostly 
Mullinses and Goinses.” I didn’t tell him about his Jackie Gibson being my cousin, so I left 
out mentioning that connection to the Gibsons. “It’s not like we’re talking about people from 
Mars, sir.” 


“To me, people from Kentucky might as well be from Mars.” 
“What does that mean? You can’t be talking about rednecks. You’re a mountain man, sir.” 


“Anybody from outside of here is an alien. Tourists, land developers, all of that. Even the 
nice ones don’t appreciate this place, not really.” 


“Oh, that’s horseshit,” I said. “The local economy needs to make money off of tourism. You 
might not like it, but it’s the truth.” 


“But they don’t have to make money off of overpriced real estate. A damn vacation cabin that 
sits empty half the damn year. Shit. The people coming in from outside of here? They don’t 
have to do that.” 


“In my opinion — and this is just an outsider s opinion to you — they’re bleeding a turnip 
that’s already been squeezed too many times.” 


“What the hell does that mean?” 


“T mean that they’ve kept squeezing the wrong poor people, and made the wrong rich people 
mad. And that’s one of the reasons why I came here. I’m here to take care of this mess.” 


”The mess with your Jackie Gibson?” 


”And the mess with yours. I think we need to start working together on my case. I think we 
need to abandon yours—” 


I held up my hand, stopping him before he could object. 
*T think if we work together take my Jackie Gibson out...” 


I paused for a second, thinking about how his Jackie was my Jackie. But I couldn’t think like 
that, because I still had to convince him. 


”T think if we take care of Mr. Jackie Gibson — a rapist, a real estate tycoon, a thief — then 
you'll see that most of your problems will go away. There’s more than enough money for us 
to split. I would pay you for your time.” 


”What are you saying?” 


*Tf you'll help me take care of my problem, I’II help you take care of yours — with a twist. 
I'll pay you to make a target out of Dwayne instead of his wife. And that puts you off the 
hook with your Jackie.” 


No.” 
Why?” 


It would be the perfect crime — two Jackies, right? It looks like a case of mistaken identity, 
they have no idea if one person did it or two people did it, and ... we could both get away 
with it.” 


“T think we can get away just as easily with a mistaken identity situation with Mr. Jackie 
Gibson and Mr. Dwayne Earl Gibson. They both have the same last name.” 


I paused. “Whatever he’s paying you, I’ll find a way to get you more. I need to take care of 
both of them. I need both of them gone.” 


A Shared Inheritance 


"I believe we have the same father, sir," I told the other stalker. I mentioned this while we 
were lying in wait. 


"It took you that long?" After he said this, he laughed. He obviously wasn't amused. But it 
seemed like, somehow, he'd became more human to me. 


I gave him a serious look, a no-bullshit-now promise. "Sir. If you know what it's like to be a 
Mullins, then you know very well that killing and being killed are in our DNA." 


He said nothing, so I kept going. 


"Mullins. Now, that’s a family destined to kill each other. My great-grandfather — our great- 
grandfather, I should say. His mother was adopted. She had to be taken in by her aunt because 
the daddy — the aunt’s brother, I mean — but after the daddy was shot in the face. Our great- 
grandfather, one of his son's died the same way. Shot in the face. And the kids went to live 
with my grandmother. It’s always a sister who has to take them in. A/ways." 


We were both silent after that. Finally, he nodded. 


"A woman can take care of thin S, that's for sure," he said. "If you think we can get awa 
with —" 


"I know we can. We just have to change our strategy. And we have to work together. We have 
to get them to come out to the hunting cabin at the same time. Get one of them to park around 
back, even, so that the other one doesn't get suspicious. And then we make it look like an 
accident." 


"Make it look like they both startled each other?" 


"Exactly. Breaking and entering gone wrong, for both of them. And they're both greedy 
enough that they'll fall for it." 


Loose Ends, Tied Up 


"Well, he never was his brother's keeper. That's for sure." 


The jangle of bells at the front door of the gas station meant another customer had come by 
for morning coffee. 


The little cafe area was more crowded than ever. All of the ol' timers were here, just like 
always, but a younger element had flooded in today. They'd stopped by to pick up sausage 
biscuits before heading in to work, but instead of heading out quickly, they'd all lingered and 
said something before leaving. 


"I knew he was a sack of shit, but his brother ... his cousin? Whatever he was, I had no idea 
he was that mean." 


"Damn, it's an awful time of year for something like this to happen. It's never good, is it? But 
think of the wife and the kids. I know those kids are nearly grown, but ... It's an awful time of 
year, isn't it?" 


Over the course of an hour, there must've been forty different people come in and comment 
on the double homicide up at the old Gibson place. 


I sat near the windows, sipping my coffee and eating a Snoball. One of the older gentlemen 
tried to rope me into the conversation. 


"You're living with Miss Linda up there, aren't you? I bet you don't even know about those 
nasty Gibsons. Not to say the other Gibsons are nasty. My mother's mother was a Gibson. But 
those two were bad characters." 


Another older man cut in. "She's not from around here, but her daddy was, wasn't he? Linda's 
cousin's son, right?" 


I smiled and nodded. 
"You're from Kentucky, isn't that right?" 


"Yessir," I said. "From the side with the rivers and those old antebellum mansions that are 
falling in. It’s a little different from this place. It's more beautiful here, what with the 
mountains." 


I'd successfully steered the topic away from the Gibsons and I'd managed to make myself 
seem ignorant of all that was going on. 


"You look a little tired, young lady," the first older man said. 


"Oh, I was up all night," I said. "I work for a software company and I have to work on a big 
data-entry thing." 


I could feel their interest waining. 
"But I'm almost done. And it pays the bills, so I can't complain." 


They smiled at that. I gave them time to pack up and leave, and then I did the same. It seemed 
like everyone in town — from the gas station to the liquor store to the Piggly Wiggly — 
knew about what had happened. 


Or they thought they knew what had happened. Most people were eager to accept the obvious 
explanation, because of who had been involved. 


My newfound brother, he wanted to get out of town after it happened. I told him that it was 
risky and too obvious. Meeting up, too, was risky and too obvious. I told him to bump into 
me on Wednesdays at Walmart, and that's precisely what we did. 


"Bitch from the city," he said, when I accidentally backed into him. We were both pretending 
to look at boxes of cereal, as we'd agreed to do. 


"Sir, I'm not from the city. I'm just from Kentucky." 


He nodded, and didn't seem to have anything to say. We weren't going to talk about how we'd 
ambushed them, how we made sure their prints were on the weapons, how we made the scene 
look convincing, how we walked barefoot through the woods back to civilization. 


But we needed to play along with the town's ongoing narrative. We were suddenly relegated 
to the part of bit players, but we had to do a convincing job. And I knew we were up to it. 


"I heard about what happened up on the ridge. Two men had a fight and killed each other? I'd 
heard this place was supposed to be safe." 


"Safe for visitors," he said. "I'm not sure it's safe for the people who live here." 
"Hmm," I said. "Well, alright then. I'll keep that in mind." 


I nodded once. It was a good-bye and an J’/l see you. I finished buying my groceries and left 
the store. 


It wasn't until a few days later that I had the courage to check on Jackie. 


I showed up at her house with the customary pecan pie. Several other folks had left food as 
well, judging by the mess of tin foil on her dining room table. 


“How are you doing?” I asked. “How is everyone taking it?” 


The kids were sitting out back. I could see them through the kitchen window. Her daughter, 
surrounded by a passel of high school friends. Her son, sitting with one scrawny looking 
young man, one oversized pitbull, and one hand-rolled cigarette. 


“Well, you know,” Jackie said. “It is what it is. We'll have to get through it, somehow.” 
“Mmmmm,” I said. 

I didn’t know what else to say. 

”T never know what to say,” I said. “You know, when something like this happens.” 
It’s hard, isn’t it?” 

“Sure is. Sure 1s. Jackie, I’ll say something to the kids before I go.” 

“That’ ll be fine.” 

She got up from the table and walked me to the door. She thanked me for the pie. 
“Pecan was alright, then?” 

“Of course.” 


“Well, Pll be thinking of you.” I started walking down the path beside the house. “Take good 
care of yourself.” 


“Same to you. Thanks again,” Jackie said. “For everything. Vashti, listen. Before you head 
out — it might take a few weeks, but I’ll get you your money.” 


I almost said something, but I nodded instead. That was enough. 
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